University of Kentucky

UKnowledge
Theses and Dissertations--History

History

2019

HISTORY SPEAKS FROM THE SOIL: A CASE STUDY OF
COMMONS ENCLOSURE IN THE CLEARANCE ERA ON NORTH
AND SOUTH UIST
Anna Rachel Herrington
University of Kentucky, arherrington@uky.edu
Author ORCID Identifier:

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0974-3260

Digital Object Identifier: https://doi.org/10.13023/etd.2019.264

Right click to open a feedback form in a new tab to let us know how this document benefits you.

Recommended Citation
Herrington, Anna Rachel, "HISTORY SPEAKS FROM THE SOIL: A CASE STUDY OF COMMONS ENCLOSURE
IN THE CLEARANCE ERA ON NORTH AND SOUTH UIST" (2019). Theses and Dissertations--History. 55.
https://uknowledge.uky.edu/history_etds/55

This Master's Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the History at UKnowledge. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations--History by an authorized administrator of UKnowledge. For
more information, please contact UKnowledge@lsv.uky.edu.

STUDENT AGREEMENT:
I represent that my thesis or dissertation and abstract are my original work. Proper attribution
has been given to all outside sources. I understand that I am solely responsible for obtaining
any needed copyright permissions. I have obtained needed written permission statement(s)
from the owner(s) of each third-party copyrighted matter to be included in my work, allowing
electronic distribution (if such use is not permitted by the fair use doctrine) which will be
submitted to UKnowledge as Additional File.
I hereby grant to The University of Kentucky and its agents the irrevocable, non-exclusive, and
royalty-free license to archive and make accessible my work in whole or in part in all forms of
media, now or hereafter known. I agree that the document mentioned above may be made
available immediately for worldwide access unless an embargo applies.
I retain all other ownership rights to the copyright of my work. I also retain the right to use in
future works (such as articles or books) all or part of my work. I understand that I am free to
register the copyright to my work.
REVIEW, APPROVAL AND ACCEPTANCE
The document mentioned above has been reviewed and accepted by the student’s advisor, on
behalf of the advisory committee, and by the Director of Graduate Studies (DGS), on behalf of
the program; we verify that this is the final, approved version of the student’s thesis including all
changes required by the advisory committee. The undersigned agree to abide by the statements
above.
Anna Rachel Herrington, Student
Dr. Tammy Whitlock, Major Professor
Dr. David Hamilton, Director of Graduate Studies

HISTORY SPEAKS FROM THE SOIL:
A CASE STUDY OF COMMONS ENCLOSURE IN THE CLEARANCE ERA
ON NORTH AND SOUTH UIST

THESIS
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in the
College of Arts and Sciences
at the University of Kentucky

By
Anna Rachel Herrington

Lexington, Kentucky
Co- Directors: Dr. Tammy Whitlock, Professor of History
and Dr. Kathy Newfont, Professor of History
Lexington, Kentucky
2019

Copyright © Anna Rachel Herrington 2019
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0974-3260

ABSTRACT OF THESIS

HISTORY SPEAKS FROM THE SOIL:
A CASE STUDY OF COMMONS ENCLOSURE IN THE CLEARANCE ERA
ON NORTH AND SOUTH UIST

This thesis argues that commons enclosure in the Clearance Era on the Uist island
group in the Outer Hebrides of Scotland was a direct result of the Clearances on those
islands in the 18th and 19th centuries and how the enclosure of commons on these islands
was catastrophic to those communities who had functioned, worked, and thrived in those
regions for millennia. Commons and commons systems are those resources such as land,
water, and produce either from agriculture or natural harvesting which contribute to
human habitation and existence in a particular geographic area. Commons and commons
systems on North and South Uist island group are no exception. The recognition of these
systems in the Uists is imperative to understanding how the enclosure of commons in the
Outer Hebrideans impacted land use and agrarian practices.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

On January 16, 2019 the BBC published an article exclaiming that a previously unknown
prehistoric forest was found on the Outer Hebridean Scottish island of North Uist at
Lionacleit in Benbecula. Among the subfossils were remains of early human habitation
including a butchery site, a bone tool, and a part of a quern1 stone used to grind food.2
Joanna Hambly, a research fellow at The Scottish Coastal Archaeology and the Problem
of Erosion (SCAPE) Trust said: "An unexpected discovery during the fieldwork was the
realisation that archaeological remains survived in the intertidal zone. These include a
wall, the possible remains of sub-circular stone structures which could be houses, a
quern stone and butchered animal bone associated with struck quartz tools.”3 Whilst
archaeologists awaited the radiocarbon dating results on the Lionacleit remains, we know
human habitation in Britain is at least 750,000 years old and that the “dawn of farming”
was in the Neolithic Age around 5,000 BCE.4 The quern stone found near Benbecula is
most likely from the Neolithic Period because its uses were for grinding grain which
indicates established agricultural practices on North Uist and the other Outer Hebridean
islands covered in this study: South Uist, Benbecula, and Barra. This island group is
located in the area of Scotland referred to as the Highland and Islands and lies on the
1

Stone used for manually grinding grains.
Steven McKenzie, “’Incredibly rare' find in Western Isles prehistoric forest” BBC, January 16,
2019 accessed January 21, 2019,https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-highlands-islands46890793?fbclid=IwAR01k9yUgxn25ntRsUtMiQTTa12oO74veQ8UG8pG4T1nVuTTADhEl8G7AU
3
McKenzie.
4
Francis Pryor, “Overview: From Neolithic to Bronze Age, 8000 - 800 BC,” February
28, 2011, accessed January 21, 2019.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/british_prehistory/overview_british_prehistory_01.shtml.
2
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most westerly edge of Britain on the Atlantic Ocean (see Figure 1.). Flying over these
islands one could be mistaken thinking that they are the least hospitable places to farm in
Britain; rugged, windswept, rocky, and infertile. They also show signs of many stone
ruins: dwellings, animal enclosures, abandoned crofts (small farming units), and ridges
from previous plowing. However, the archaeological records show that people have been
farming on this island group for millennia. Their method of farming changed over time,
but their primary work was aimed at subsisting successfully on the islands and facing
their unique agricultural challenges through highly evolved commons systems.
Archaeologists tell us that a wooded landscape spread across the Uists until the
trees disappeared between 6000 BCE to 2500 BCE and isotope analysis of human bones
from the Neolithic period show that unlike the “Mesolithic hunter-gatherers who derived
their animal protein from seafood, the Neolithic farmers were largely reliant on
terrestrial-derived protein.”5 Bones do not survive well in the acidic, peaty soils of the
Outer Hebrides, but the correlation between the diets of other Neolithic people coupled
with the quern stone and other artifacts put into the context of the period are proof that
agricultural practices were in place on the Uists in the Neolithic period.

5

Mike Parker Pearson, Niall Sharples, and Jim Symonds, South Uist: Archaeology and History of
a Hebridean Island (Shroud, Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing Ltd., 2004) 29, 40.
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Figure 1. Map of Scotland including Outer Hebrides Islands.6

6

Eric Gaba (Sting - fr:Sting) - Own work ; Topography: NASA Shuttle Radar Topography
Mission (SRTM3 v.2) data (public domain); Bathymetry: NGDC ETOPO1 data (public domain);
Reference used for confirmation for the additional data : ViaMichelin; Locator map : composition
of Image:British_Isles_Northern_Ireland.svg, Image:British_Isles_Scotland.svg and
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Earlier than the rest of Europe the Industrial Revolution catapulted the British
Isles in the late 18th century from an early modern, rural society into the Age of
Modernity. City populations swelled with the influx of people engaged in factory work.
Living conditions and the ills of disease resultant from overcrowding and the lack of
sanitation, healthy food, and sufficient medical care were the prices paid for industrial
development. Social scientists: Samuel Smiles, Thomas Malthus, and Herbert Spencer
produced theories on economics, population, and class differences, respectively, which
attempted to explain the rise of social problems brought on by this new urban life.7
Others were interested in the political implications of this massive working class while
others such as Karl Marx and Frederich Engels who were formulating alternatives to the
new social structures.
Meanwhile, in rural Scotland and especially in the rugged semi-fertile marginal
agricultural lands of the Outer Hebrides including the Uists, rural transformation
continued with forced removals and evictions and denial of resources to tenant farmers.
Of all these upheavals, the most important result of these events was enclosure of
common lands without which rural Scottish residents could not and did not continue
living and farming in the way their ancestors did for generations.

Image:British_Isles_Wales.svg (modified) created by Cnbrb under PD. Accessed March 30,
2019, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Scotland_topographic_map-en.jpg
Topographic map in English of Scotland. Note: The background map is a raster image embedded
in the SVG file.
7
Smiles wrote Self Help (18--), Malthus’ theories on population including the self-regulation of
overpopulation through disease fit into Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism and the “survival of
the fittest” which in turn was used to justify marginalizing less economically and technologically
advanced groups of people as the weaker of the species and therefore the strong (wealthy,
scientifically forward societies) were surviving better and would survive was widely used in
Europe, Africa, and America to justify everything from the Irish and Scottish Potato Famine,
colonialism in Africa and India, and the enormous wealth gaps of the Industrial Age such as those
in the USA.
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The Industrial Age which followed the Enlightenment did not see subsistence
farming as productive or fitting into the march of human progress.8 Not just in Scotland,
but in many rural communities were seen as lacking, backwards, and judged with the
same harsh lens of Enlightenment standards. “Scientific” farming on a large scale
enclosed and replaced these smaller agricultural entities. However, records show that
rural practices were technologically advanced, able to cope with harsh and in often
described “inhospitable environments.” The evidence shows that not only did these
people survive in the Outer Hebrides; they had done so successfully for thousands of
years. There were certainly times of hardship, but on the whole, careful, non-judgmental
study concludes that contrary to the progressive, improvement ethos, these islanders,
given adequate access to common land, were more adapted to their environmental
circumstances than many “modern,” advanced farming practices. The methods of this
environmentally conscious land stewardship are experiencing a revival in 21st century
agriculture as the limitations of mass scale farming become more apparent or, as the
cliché goes; “everything old is new again.”9

1.1 COMMONS SYSTEMS

Commons (often used in the plural) and commons systems such as those utilized by the
Uist populations were local commons. Local commons are usually those which are not
owned or managed by an individual or corporation, but are available for public use and

These ideas came with the rise of economic and political theories such as Thomas Hobbes’
Leviathan, and Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations; and see also below p. 31.
9
Phrase from Peter Allen’s title song. Accessed April 1, 2019,
https://www.songfacts.com/facts/peter-allen/everything-old-is-new-again.
8
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might include public pasture land, lumber, oil, the oceans, the atmosphere, wildlife, and
fish.10 “Common property resources, as the name suggests, are resources in which there
exist property rights, but property rights that are exercised (at least partly) collectively by
members of a group including grazing or inshore fisheries.”11 Managing the commons
was based on social and cultural interaction12 linking these resources to the people who
live in particular area such as the Outer Hebrides and are managed by those people
according to custom. Commons systems are the bedrock on which humanity was built.
Modern western societies no longer view commons systems the way our human ancestors
did. Private property and commodification of resources (enclosure) ensures definitive
access to commons to which, until our recent past, people and non-humans have
benefited. The term enclosure implies the fencing off of land areas, but its meaning when
applied to commons systems, is more far-reaching and complex. Enclosure is the
privatization of commons and can take on many forms such as payment for access to
water or payment for use of land and the resources on it. Common-pool resources (CPRs)
are often only recognized once they are lost, removed, or exhausted.13
On closer inspection, this commons enclosure history speaks from the soil both
literally and figuratively. Clearance remains are visible, oral testimonies and
contemporary newspaper accounts document the interspersal, slow violence and

10

Paul Seabright, "Managing Local Commons: Theoretical Issues in Incentive Design." The
Journal of Economic Perspectives 7, no. 4 (1993): 113-34. Accessed April 1, 2019,
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uky.edu/stable/2138504, 113-114; see also Ostrom, p. 12 for an
explanation of common pool resources.
11
Seabright, 113-114.
12
Hartmut Zückert, “The Commons – A Historical Concept of Property Rights,” Accessed April
1, 2019, http://wealthofthecommons.org/essay/commons-–-historical-concept-property-rights.
13
See Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective
Action (Cambridge University Press, 1990) for more in-depth studies on CPRs.
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ruination of the era, a government acknowledgment with an apology, memorials,
deniers, and land reforms have brought this controversial era into our present.

1.2. BACKGROUND OF HIGHLAND AND ISLAND CLEARANCES AS A CASE STUDY

Enclosure of common lands was not a new practice in Scotland, but in the late 18th
century it changed its form. Tenant farmers posed an obstacle to new farming methods
and to “improvers” due to Enlightenment ideas and modern agricultural methods. After
travelling in the Outer Hebrides from 1782 to 1790, Reverend Buchanan reported that
Mr. MacDonald was the best farmer in the west of Scotland.14 MacDonald of
Clanranald owned both North and South Uist and employed John Blackadder to give
him a report on his lands to” improve them.”15 MacDonald seemingly felt he could best
the reverend’s views and become a better farmer.16 MacDonald was one of many
landowners who employed “improvers” and surveyors across the Highlands and Islands
beginning in the late 18th century.17 The Highland Clearances, a term only applied in the
19th century, were a series of evictions of tenants from large land holdings in Scotland

14

Rev. J. L. Buchanan Travels in the Western Hebrides from 1782-1790 (1997 edition) 11-12
quoted in Scottish Building Survey, Accessed March 30, 2019,
http://orapweb.rcahms.gov.uk/wp/00/WP000695.
15
James Hunter, The Making of the Crofting Community (Edinburgh: Birlinn, 2010), ??
16
Scottish Building Survey, Accessed March 30, 2019,
http://orapweb.rcahms.gov.uk/wp/00/WP000695. 1.
17
See also Thomas Telford, “A Survey and Report of the Coasts and Central Highlands of
Scotland…in the Autumn of 1802” in “Reports of the Select Committee on the Survey of the
Central Highlands of Scotland,” Great Britain: House of Commons: Parliamentary Papers 18023, vol. IV.I, pp. 25-7 quoted in Eric Richards, Debating the Highland Clearances (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2007) 138.
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roughly between 1750 and 1880. Landlords held large estates in the Highlands and
Islands of Scotland with a tenantry, referred to as crofters, who lived and farmed the
rented land areas. Their agricultural practices focused on a community-driven
livelihood. Modernity tends to view subsistence farming as backward, primitive,
archaic, and out-of-date. That one would not choose it, if other alternatives were
available such as stable wage-earning work or a farming system that was more
productive and therefore more profitable is illogical to many in the modern western
economy. Subsistence farming was seen in the Age of Enlightenment as an occupation
and lifestyle unsuited to contemporary standards of living and at odds with scientific
progress.18 The Industrial Revolution was well underway at the height of the Clearance
Era, so its effects were influential on the tenants’ and landlords’ agricultural practices.
The Enlightenment ideas of this period influenced economic decisions and fostered a
way of thinking that was counterintuitive to the tenant farmers’ existence which relied
on hunting and grazing of common lands and crops grown in ridge and furrows or
“lazy” beds. Enclosure and the subsequent erasure of these commons systems were not
unique to the Highlands and Islands of Scotland. Globally, the groups described by
anthropologists as hunter-gathers and subsistence farmers who have maintained the precapitalist farming model, are the most susceptible to denial of common pool resources
(CPRs) and access to resources provided by commons systems on which they are
dependent for survival.19 This is also true for non-human inhabitants. Environmental
history giant Carolyn Merchant wrote, “The communal theory was founded on

18

Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution (San
Francisco, California: Harper & Row Publishers, 1983) 210.
19
Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action
(Cambridge University Press, 1990) 27.
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competition, not sharing. In the state of nature, everyone has an equal right to
everything…But to [Thomas] Hobbes this did not mean that all people would be
competing for the same natural resources…Because of competitive self-interest, the
commons cannot be shared, but must be fought over.”20 Landlords were emboldened by
Charles Hobbes, Adam Smith, and other Enlightenment thinkers which resulted in land
commodification and single-unit rent holdings. Money could be borrowed from banks
using land as surety for the loans, but for this to happen, the land had to show that the
yields were at their highest with no “wastage.” Rocky, inhospitable, upland ground in
Scotland was considered “waste land,” but not to tenant farmers who viewed this land
and its commons as extremely valuable and a necessary part of their lifescape. During a
year with low yields in their cultivated lands or adverse climate conditions, the grazing
and hunting commons supplied the crofters with an extra resource base such as birds or
small animals and was an insurance against famine.
From a modern perspective, these agricultural and ecological changes to the
Scottish landscape are often viewed as the march of progress with the advent of new
scientific discoveries and advanced agricultural methods. However, contained in these
seemingly logical and innocuous practices were great losses to the commons systems.
In the Age of Enlightenment, there was little place for subsistence farming which relied
on common lands for the survival of its cultivators.21 Environmental historian William
Cronon described similar events by concluding the way we perceive the “wilderness” is
just a perception because the landscape has been inhabited by non-humans and often

20

Merchant, 210.
Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution (San
Francisco, California: Harper & Row Publishers, 1983) 55.
21

9

shaped by humans. These people are then moved or removed to ensure that the
wilderness is kept pristine. He states:
Those who seek to preserve such ‘wilderness’ from the activities of the
native peoples run the risk of reproducing the same tragedy—being
forceably removed from an ancient home—that befell American Indians.
Third World countries face massive environmental problems and deep
social conflicts, but these are not likely to be solved by a cultural myth
that encourages us to ‘preserve’ peopleless landscapes that have not
existed for millennia.22
The Scottish crofters are representative of Cronon’s idea because often their lands were
left empty for the purposes of those on the outside or non-inhabitants to view and enjoy
for their empty wildness and as sporting retreats and peaceful sojourns from modern
life. Archeological evidence shows that the crofters simple agriculture was structured
on the preindustrial style of farming which used the outer and uplands as a grazing and
hunting commons.

William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,”
Environmental History, vol. I. No. I (Jan. 1996) 7-28.
22
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CHAPTER 2: COMMONS AND ENCLOSURE IN BRITAIN

Globally, commons history is complex, diverse, and predates historical records.
Commons and common systems are those resources such as land, water, and produce
either from agriculture or natural harvesting which contribute to human habitation and
existence in a particular geographic area.23 Commons are often abstract and fluid
depending on the circumstances. Their foil; enclosure, takes many forms. Commons
systems cover a plethora of interdisciplinary topics including, but not limited to
economics, sustainability, geography, government policy, ecology, and historical
archaeology. The study of commons in Britain is the main focus of this study, although
all commons are, ultimately, globally interrelated. The trajectory of commons history
in the British Isles varies per location, but to understand the commons systems on the
Uists we have to examine early archaeological records, medieval written records, and
travelers’ eyewitness accounts which play a key role in unlocking the information about
island farming and social customs. The use of commons and enclosure in Great Britain
serves as the starting point to the investigation of commons enclosure in the Uists.

2.1. BRIEF BACKGROUND TO COMMONS AND ENCLOSURE HISTORY

Commoning and common systems predate written history in the British Isles. The use
of commons and common land was linked to ancient customs; human survival has
depended on shared skills and access to commonly-held resources. Archaeology from

23

Kathryn Newfont, Blue Ridge Commons: Environmental Activism and Forest History in
Western North Carolina (Athens, GA.: University of Georgia Press, 2012), 18-19.
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the Uists shows commons systems dictated cultural land use. The area in this study
covers the islands of which make up the joined island group of North Uist, South Uist,
Benbecula, and including Bernera, Barra, and Eriskay in the Outer Hebrides or Western
Isles of Scotland in the pre- and post-Clearance period between mid-18th and the late
19th century. Commons systems were widespread across the islands and appeared in
every aspect of daily life on the Uist island group (hereafter referred to collectively as
the Uists or Western Isles). The resources and practices of land tenure, fishing, hunting,
harvesting kelp to fertilize their fields, and seasonal celebrations, were all governed by
local custom.24
Land law in Scotland is largely based on Roman law.25 Liferents were
recognized as usufruct, from the Latin fructus or “use of the fruits,” and land tenure
were terms and practices which were specific to Scotland.26 Professor of Property Law
at the University of Edinburgh and Scottish Law Commissioner, Kenneth G. C. Reid
explains that:
A uniform law applies throughout Scotland. But in seven counties in the
north a special form of tenure, known as crofting, is recognised. Crofting
tenure was introduced in the late nineteenth century as a recognition, and
rationalisation, of customary landholdings. A croft is a, generally small,
area of land held on a perpetual lease and with virtual security of tenure.
With some qualifications, a person holding on this tenure is entitled to buy
the land at any time.27
James A. Stewart, Jr. “The Jaws of the Sheep: The 1851 Hebridean Clearances of Gordon
Cluny.” Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, vol. 19/19 (1998/1999): 205-226, 216,
Accessed February 26, 2019. http://www.jstor.org/stable/20557342.
25
Kenneth G. C. Reid, UK: Scotland: Real Property Law (European University Institute, 2004) 1.
Accessed January 31, 2019.
https://www.eui.eu/Documents/DepartmentsCentres/Law/ResearchTeaching/ResearchThemes/Eu
ropeanPrivateLaw/RealPropertyProject/Scotland.PDF
26
Reid, 1.
27
Reid. See also cited, respectively, the Conveyancing and Feudal Reform (Scotland) Act 1970
part II, and the Title Conditions (Scotland) Act 2003 part 1. and the current legislation is the
Crofters (Scotland) Act 1993.
24
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One important note in the study of commons and enclosure in Scotland is a
reminder that the terms “crofting” and “Clearances” were only applied to land
practices in the 19th century. Prior to that, people used the terms: tenant, cottars,
improvers, and evictions to describe those events. Historians and researchers in
the field now refer to the events and practices of crofting and Clearances,
knowingly of the anachronism, but still apply them interchangeably with their
earlier counterparts for continuity and ease of explaining events in the pre- and
post-Clearance period.

2.2 EARLY COMMONS HISTORY

Understanding the events that shaped the actions around pre- and post-Clearance
Great Britain is useful to contextualize their place in the British Isles. Forest
laws were enacted in the British Isles in the medieval period. Crimes of
poaching were abundant and often infamous in the historical record along with
numerous documents laying out land use practices.28 The Tudor period is
evocative of many enclosures of commons in part by Henry VIII’s passion for
hunting on in his vast royal properties. John Manwood’s 1598 work, A Treatise
and Discourse of the Lawes of the Forrest, provides an early description of the
concept of commons and communal resources in the Tudor period:

It taketh the name of Common, a communitate, of communitie,
participation, or fellowship, because that most commonly, where men
28

For examples see Deed Illustrating the Distribution of Strips, 1397 and Regulation of the
Common Fields of Wimeswould, c. 1425 in A. E. Bland, P. A. Brown and R. H. Tawney, comp.
and ed., English Economic History 1930) 76-79 also quoted in R. Anderson and D. A. Bellenger,
Medieval Worlds: A Sourcebook (London: Routledge, 2003) 247-249.

13

have common of pasture for the feeding of their beastes or cattell, many
mens cattell do use to feedde there together.29

This early written evidence reminds us that commons, common right, and custom are all
different, but related concepts.30 In Customs in Common: Studies in Traditional Popular
Culture, E. P. Thompson provides an in-depth analysis of the evolution and often
confusion of these terms as they applied to different places and time periods in the British
Isles. Private property rights were latecomers because common land use was an ancient,
multifaceted practice. One example is the “Beating of the Bounds” whereby the tenants
ceremonially asserted their common land rights over by walking the boundaries of their
commonly held land thus providing a public declaration to their landlords of their
contiguous, age-old rights.31 Britain’s calendar has days set aside with commons
importance such as Lammas Day, August 1st when the common grounds were
traditionally opened for collective, seasonal grazing.32 The Uist farmers along with the
other Scottish land tenants were reliant on these ancient land laws. Seasonal cycles were
often at the heart of these practices and varied across the Scotland, but in the rocky and
less fertile uplands and islands they were not only important, but essential for maintaining
the lives of the island population. In The Commons in History: Culture, Conflict, and
Ecology, political and economics scholar Derek Wall notes that from prehistory there is
evidence of commoning in Britain and points to other interdisciplinary works for
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John Manwood, A Treatise and Discourse of the Lawes of the Forrest (1598); New York:
Garland, 1978); and Manwood’s Treatise of the Forest Laws, ed. William Nelson ([London)]:
Printed by E. Nutt for B. Lintott, 1717), 84, quoted in Peter Linebaugh, The Magna Carta
Manifesto: Liberties and Commons for All (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 279.
30
E. P. Thomson, Customs in Common: Studies in Traditional Popular Culture (New York: The
New Press, 1993) 133-134.
31
Ibid., 98.
32
Thompson, 25.
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explanations. In one example Wall refers to work done by archaeologist, Susan
Oosthuizen.33 Her work states that “commons created in pre-history may have influenced
land use patterns into the Anglo-Saxon period.”34 The archaeological record supports this
even in the Outer Hebrides. One can still see the remains of the ploughing lines indicative
of ridge and furrow and “lazy” bed farming practices. Enclosure is the enemy of
commons and commons systems.35 Enclosure is the privatization of commons whereby
commons are turned into a commodity.36 Understanding enclosure and how it relates to
commons systems in agrarian Scotland is an essential part of any study of land use and
commons systems. The following is a working definition of enclosure for this study:
The term enclosure is used to describe both: (1) the process whereby farms
with strips dispersed throughout the common arable fields could have
these replaced by a contiguous space of bounded property (sometimes
distant from the original farmstead), and (2) the process by which
primarily pastoral commons on the vaster more marginal lands, often
towards the periphery of the manor, have been turned into private
property, generally under an estate-owner.37

Scholars have referred to these land reforms in the Highland and Islands as a hybrid
property regime because it mixes private rights, common property rights, and state
control.38 Crofting tenure and changes in land settlement were products of clearances
and evictions in the 18th century and Sir John Sinclair of Ulbster, a landlord in the
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2013) 37.
38
Iain Mackinnon, “‘Decomminising the Mind’: Historical Impacts of British Imperialization on
Indigenous tenure systems and Selfunderstanding in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland”
accessed March 30, 2019 (www. thecommonsjournal.org/articles/10.181352/ijc.814/print/) 3.
34

15

northern Highlands, responded to government inquiries into the agrarian situation of the
Highland and Islands in 1793 by becoming the chair of The Board of Agriculture and
Internal Improvements in 1793.39 Sinclair wrote that:
The best constitution of property in land, to exite and encourage
agricultural improvements, would infer, that sole command over it, that
excludes all obstruction to management, as also that absolute power of
disposal, which would secure to the industrious improver the full
possession of the fruits of application of labour and capital.40

This was to be the beginning of the end for the generational land tenures held on the Uists
because what came to know as “improvers” were asked by landlords to survey, calculate,
and deliver property reports on how their lands could best be utilized for profit. John
Blackadder was engaged to provide a report of the MacDonald lands on the Uists and his
recommendation was according to a Scottish Building Survey:
In 1827 the best way forward seemed to be to reduce kelp manufacture
and cattle rearing and concentrate on sheep. This would involve a policy
of clearance. ‘The proprietor wishes to clear two parts of the (South Uist)
estate for pasture where the poorest of the people and most of the subtenants reside.’41

The small holdings of the tenants were given over to single-tenants mainly for the
grazing of sheep which resulted in either outright eviction or relocation to the margins
of the property.
From 1826 onwards, as the tackmen’s leases ended, the sub-tenants were
systematically cleared and farms created. Grazings and machairs were
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added to the already large farms which were let, often to incomers who were
prepared to pay high rents.42
During its second phase between 1760s to about 1815 “About six million acres of
waste, commons and open fields were enclosed…much expedited by the employment of
about 4000 enclosure Acts of Parliament.43 The results were relocation or eviction and
loss of grazing commons which led to the destruction of common pool resources and
commons system governance by the Uists tenants.44 Moreover, information in the
Clanranald archives show hundreds of records of property agreements and arrangements
made by MacDonald and his tenants, factors, and tacksmen who collected the rents
from the crofters. In addition, the rents in arrears are due to the rise in rents over the
period of the Napoleonic Wars when kelp was exported to the continent in large
quantities. 45 The chief complaint by the tenants in this period was the loss of land and
ever-increasing rents thus creating the arrears which Clanranald used as excuse to evict
or forcibly transport his tenants. He had moved them to marginal lands on the coasts to
make kelp--the main alkaline material used in many products such as glass and soap.
Once the kelp industry collapsed at the end of the wars with France, the rents were

J. B. Caird, “Land use in the Uists since 1800” Proceedings of the Royal Society of Edinburgh
77B (1979) 515.in Scottish Building Survey, Accessed March 30, 2019,
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never decreased to match the decreased acreage. The access to the commons for grazing
and hunting was enclosed to make way for single tenant sheep farmers.46

2.3. GLOBAL MODERN COMMONS SCHOLARSHIP

This study uses the following five principal works for a concise understanding of
modern global commons scholarship: David Bollier’s Think Like a Commoner: A Short
Introduction to the Life of the Commons, Derek Wall’s The Commons in History:
Culture, Conflict, and Ecology and Lindbaugh’s The Magna Carta Manifesto: Liberties
and Commons for All and Stop, Thief! The Commons, Enclosures, and Resistance and
the expertise of Nobel Prize winner, Elinor Ostrom. These scholars come from a variety
of disciplines, but collectively, provide a basic understanding of commons. Bollier is an
independent scholar who provides an overview of the life of the commons and gives a
unique perspective on poignant issues related to the commonwealth and shared
inheritance. Wall’s work provides a view to the commons in a historical framework
while addressing the commons as a theoretical concept. He discusses the common
enclosures and the reasons their privatization and the subsequent land use and its
resources as commodities used for individual and corporate gain. Although Peter
Lindbaugh writes commons history through a Marxist lens, his work provides insight
into global enclosure movements and is pertinent to the land use and enclosure in the
Outer Hebrides. Lindbaugh’s The Magna Carta Manifesto: Liberties and Commons for

See Steward, 216 for more about kelp, its uses, and his recommendation to see Malcom Gray’s
The Highland Economy, 1750-1850 (Edinburgh, 1957).
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All and Stop, Thief! The Commons, Enclosures, and Resistance remains an informative
guide to commons history.

2.4 MYTH OF THE TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS

No study of the commons is complete without including the work done on commons
systems by Nobel Prize winning economist Elinor Ostrom. Her work on commons
included expanding modern views and renaming essential components of commons
systems using such terms as “open access resources.” She also debunked the “Tragedy
of the Commons” myth which was first introduced in the pamphlet written by William
Forster Lloyd in 1833 and subsequently reinvented in 1968 by Garrett Hardin in an
article titled “The Tragedy of the Commons.”47 Lloyd’s pamphlet came at a time when
Victorian Britain was on a particular mission to explain the effects of the Industrial
Revolution and to delve into social problems which came in its wake. The essay was
meant as a hypothetical scenario pertaining the overgrazing of “the commons.”
However, these commons did not represent common land associated with traditional,
communal farming such as it was practiced in Scotland and other areas around the
world. Hardin picked up the thread in his 1968 article and used it to promote and defend
property rights.48 “The Tragedy of the Commons” remains in popular culture but has
now been widely debunked. Nobel-winning economist, Elinor Ostrom and historian, Ian
Rotherham are among a cadre of scholars who criticize Hardin’s misuse of the term
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“commons” and his “failing to distinguish between ‘common property’ and ‘open
access resources.’”49
Meanwhile, in rural Scotland and especially in the rugged semi-fertile marginal
agricultural lands of the Outer Hebrides and the Uists, rural transformation continued
with forced removals and evictions and denial of resources to tenant farmers. The
numbers on Figure 3 show the places where evictions and clearances occurred with a
line drawn around the Uist island group. Common grazing lands are traditionally found
in these modern-day “wild areas;” hence the cleared areas are found near or within them
because access to these hill grazing lands was crucial to survival.

Ian D. Rotherham, “Cultural Severance and the End of Tradition,” in Ian D. Rotherham, ed.
Cultural Severance and the Environment: The Ending of Traditional and Customary Practice on
Commons and Landscapes Managed in Common (Dordrecht: Springer, 2013) 15.
49
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CHAPTER 3: AGRICULTURAL HISTORY AND AGRESTIC CUSTOMS ON THE UISTS

Farming continued on the islands through to the Clearance Era and many agricultural
customs are evidenced in the field archeology on the islands today. Examples that
demonstrate agrestic land uses and are directly tied to the commons systems in the
Clearance era are the foot plows, “lazy” beds, and the run-rig practice. For a better
understanding of the integration of commons systems and agricultural customs we need
to understand what these were and examine the complex ties of the seemingly simple
existence to the enclosure of commons on the Uists and its vital systems that allowed
the people of the Uists to survive and thrive for such a long period in these rugged
landscapes.

3.1 DEFINING RUN-RIG, “LAZY” BEDS, AND THE FOOT PLOW

Run-rig is a system whereby land is shared out amongst tenants. This agricultural
system was found all over the European medieval world and carried on in North and
South Uist up until the Clearance Era with some continuance after the Clearances
finished. Arial photography shows stunning photographs of medieval plowing ridges
across Britain. Scotland used this system long after it disappeared in other parts of the
British Isles. Malcom Bangor-Jones who specializes in studying runrig in the Northern
Highlands emphasizes that runrig should not, however, be confused with ridge and
furrow plowing. He states that the term runrig is not interchangeable with the infield
and outfield system. However, the remains of ridges seen in photographs are rigs which
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often were part of the runrig system. In my view, these are minor challenges of
nomenclature and popular speech.
The Outer Hebrides used runrig up to the end of the 19th century, although with
some modifications due to the Clearances and the reduction of common land associated
with single-tenant farming. The two types of runrig were proprietary runrig and tenant
runrig.50 Both of these systems were a part of the Scottish legal system and could be
litigated, but usually disputes were settled outside of the law.51 Runrig presented in this
study focuses on tenant runrig on the Uists. We get a wealth of information from
Alexander Carmichael who was requested by Lord Napier to write a paper on the
“Geological changes, and of the Natural History and Antiquities of the Outer Hebrides”
in 1884 and the result was a unique look into the organization of the agricultural
systems on the Uists prior to the Clearances. Carmichael worked as an exciseman which
gave him the opportunity to observe the conditions on the Outer Hebrides. As a Gaelic
speaker and native of Lismore, his insight is helpful to our understanding the
contemporary state of the Outer Hebrides’ systems and the effects that led to their
decline. He described the run-rig system on Barra, South Uist, and North Uist as in
transition and in three different modes, two of which were in decay during the time of
his study. “The origin of the term run-rig is a modification of the Gaelic term, runn ruth
or ‘division’ and the word ‘run’ is used in the sense of common.”52 On the Uists, we

50

Malcolm Bangor-Jones, "Understanding Runrig in the Northern Highlands," (Lecture
Burghfield
House, Dornoch, April 25, 2018), Accessed April 21, 2019.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6VzyHTdreAM.
51
Ibid.
52
Alexander Carmichael, Grazing and Agrestic Customs of the Outer Hebrides (Edinburgh: Neill
and Company, 1884) 451.

22

know from evidence presented here that the runrig system was in use and, essentially,
one cannot have runrig without ridges and furrows. The infield and outfield system was
a customary practice and intertwined with runrig of which I explained in a previous
chapter. Contrary to pro-improver writers who advocate that the system was backward
and needed to be abolished, the runrig system was highly complex and steeped in
customs particular to certain agricultural communities. Awareness of these custom
particulars is necessary for understanding the important part the enclosure of these
common systems and their devastation was to the local farming communities.
Lots are cast at a specific time of year on the Uists and crofters were given their
allotted rigs. These are the furrows they will farm in that designated span of time. These
varied in different “townlands,” the term Carmichael liked to use instead of township,
because he felt it was a better translation of this farming entity. He also stated townland
was recognized by law because he had seen it in law documents, “The townland has a
collective existence in various ways, ---by tradition, by usage, and by the condition of
the people, by the consensus of public opinion, and by the treatment of the
proprietor.”53 Townlands elected a constable from their group at a meeting called
‘nabae’ from the Gaelic for ‘neighbourliness’ and once the person had accepted the
task:
The crofter takes off his shoes and stockings uncovering his head, and
bows reverently low, and promises, in presence of heaven and earth, in
presence of God, and of men,---Am fianuis uir agus adhair, am fianuis De
agus daoine,---that he will be faithful to his trust. In some places the
elected Constable takes up a handful of earth instead of uncovering his
feet the object is the same---to emphasise, by bodily contact with the earth,
that he is conscious of being made of earth, to which he returns. These and

53

Carmichael, 452.

23

similar simple and impressive customs are disappearing to the regret of the
old people and the antiquary.54

The duties of the Constable were paid in kind by the crofters such use of grazing or
tillage in the machair (grasslands on the islands) Carmichael explained. The peat lands
along with the rigs and roadways were allocated by lots cast by the crofters and the
Constable had the duty to ensure that each crofter kept his roads in good repair. The
bye-roads were divvied by lots to ensure the fairness and rotation of steep, rocky, and
difficult tracts amongst the crofters.
The constable also had the task of collecting and paying wages to the herdsmen
and shepherds and apportioned each of them ground for planting potatoes. The wages
were paid by crofters according to the amount of rent they paid for their crofts. Some
tenants had a “whole croft, a half, croft, or quarter croft” and these self-levied wages
were calculated on those amounts.55 These tasks were very important for the community
and especially for the run-rig system to ensure the land was divided fairly and no one
crofter would have to farm the same ground over and over with different soil types,
rugged terrain, and more fertile ground rotating between crofters.

3.2. FOOT PLOW

We were obliged to make potato parks to the proprietrix on our rented
land; which we cultivated from mere wild moor with crooked and
common spades, carrying the whole of the manure on our backs where
horses could not walk, that being done without any abatement of rent.
These parks are fenced, the grazing of which is let to the highest bidder.56
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Donald MacKay spoke those words in front of the commissioners who traveled to
Scotland to collect evidence of land disputes. The implement of which he refers is called
a foot plow--a simple, but valuable farming implement used by crofters in the Outer
Hebrides. Due to the rugged and rocky ground, the ground was often more suited to
plowing by hand than with animals. The foot plow allowed the farmer to cultivate the
“lazy” beds without animals but was dug deep enough to plant crops such as potatoes
(see Figure 2). Before the land was converted by improvers to pasture only, these foot
plows allowed the planting of crops even on rough ground. The foot plow also enabled
farmers to plant crops in boggy or heavier soils where animals could not pull a plow
without difficulty. Donald Henley explained to the Napier Commission in 1883 the use of
this cultivation method:
How do you cultivate your land? --With the cas-chrom or crooked spade.
We might get a pair of horses to plough for us, if it was a good fishing
season. Some of the crofters, perhaps, could afford to pay for them. How
much of the croft do you turn over in a year ?
—Not the half. They are anxious to leave as much for the cattle grazing as
possible. If I had room I would cultivate more. How long do you leave the
land in grass, in that case?
—Two years, three years, and sometimes over that. We cannot work with
the crooked spade unless the land gets into a condition of lea. Do you
think you get a less return now from your land than you used to get?—
Last year nothing at all out of it. It is getting poorer. The longer it is in
lea—the older the land is—the better will be the crop. But if you are able
to leave part out two or three or four years, is that not sufficient to ensure a
good crop? —Yes, much better ; but the place is so small that I cannot
leave much out.57
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3.3 “LAZY” BEDS

“Lazy” beds were also a practical and effective way of farming on small plots of land
usually closer to the dwelling. The term “lazy” is a misnomer because these parcels
were either dug by hand or with a foot plow which was physically demanding in the
uneven terrain. Seaweed was harvested and hauled to the land and spread by hand into
the ridges. Seaweed was a good fertilizer and added extra nutrients into nutrient-poor
soils and was a customary practice throughout the coastal Highland and Islands. As the
ridge was dug, seaweed would be added into the soil that was pitched upward creating a
furrow for drainage and a deeper soil base for the crops which were planted on the
ridge. The farmer was therefore able to utilize rocky, rough areas with that extra soil
depth and the added advantage of water drainage off of the ridge and into the furrow.
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Figure 2. “This photograph shows a man ploughing with a foot plough or cas
chrom (Crooked foot) at Hougharry, North Uist. A cas chrom ('crooked foot') was
a farming tool made of a strong piece of wood, about 6ft long, which was bent near
the lower end. A sharp piece of iron formed the cutting edge. A piece of wood
protruded from the shaft on the right hand side. This enabled the person using the
cas chrom to use the foot to force the blade into the ground.”58
58
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This process kept the crop fertilized and well drained without soil erosion in heavy
rains. Angus Macaulay, another crofter, described to the Napier Commission in 1883
that because the amount of arable land was so much less after evictions and land
grabbing, the crofters were obliged to haul more and more seaweed (described as “seawares) to provide additional manure to the “lazy” beds:
The ground is again so exhausted by continual cultivation that it will yield
little or nothing more than sufficient provender for the cattle and horses,
nor will it yield even that without being well manured every year; and the
holdings are so small that we can't leave more than from 1/8 to 1/10 of the
arable land in fallow annually, and the best part of the land is never in
fallow, but under cultivation every year, otherwise we can't have sufficient
provender for our cattle and horses. We begin to manure the ground in the
beginning of November, and continue till the beginning of June. We have
to cart the sea-ware59 a distance of three or four miles of a soft sandy
beach, where we require a pair of horses in each cart. We also bring part
of the sea-ware five or six miles in boats, which we have to keep for the
purpose, and which we can only use for a short period in spring, when the
day is long and the weather good, and which are of little or no use to us for
fishing purposes. If we had more land, so that we could leave about a third
of it in fallow every year, we would not require so much manure, and the
land would be more productive.60
Outsiders dismissed these simple methods as backward agricultural practices, but upon
closer inspection, the foot plow along with the ridge and furrow plowing were
scientifically-based innovations.
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CHAPTER 4: EVIDENCE OF THE HIGHLAND CLEARANCES

Evidence of the Highland Clearances is found in many archival sources throughout the
Uist island group. These photographs, witness statements, oral testimonies, and
archeological sites each tell their own unique stories and warrant further investigation.

4.1 PHOTOGRAPHIC TECHNOLOGY

Photographic technology began in the mid-19th century, but few could afford it. The
photographic record shows only a narrow portion of society, but notwithstanding the
scarcity, some photographs of the Clearances on the Uists do exist. They are taken mainly
at the end of the 19th century when the evictions were nearly over or on the decline. The
photographs that survive show social upheaval and human devastation. The home of the
crofters was often pulled down to force their removal them from the property. Demolition
was common and there were many instances when the homes were burned with old or
infirm occupants still inside.
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Figure 3. Lockmaddy, North Uist, 1895. A family sits on the remains of their
home.61
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Figure 4. Eviction scenes from the late nineteenth century. The photographer of
the three scenes is not given, but the photograph are probably showing the stages
of the eviction—the first stage is the factor or evictor telling the crofters that the
eviction is going to proceed, the second photograph shows the remains of a home
after it was pulled down, and the bottom one depicts a woman either ailing or dead
lying outside of the house on her mattress. The person on the right is possibly her
distressed husband or other family member sitting dejectedly on a trunk. 62
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4.2 WITNESS TESTIMONY EVIDENCE

History of commons enclosure on Barra, North Uist, South Uist, and Benbecula is
found in the Napier Commission testimonies which took place from May 26th to May
30th 1883 on the islands. There are 55 entries with 44 of these from representatives of
the inhabitants who were cleared to smaller holdings which were cramped and unable to
sustain them. The spokesmen who testified on behalf of themselves and those families
who nominated them to come forward were between the ages of 30 and 80 years old.
The majority, 28 were over the age of 50, 9 were in their 40s, and 5 were in their 30s
with at least 2 of these sent to speak for their fathers. Their testimonies are
straightforward and show knowledge of the island lands and the best practices for
cultivation and subsistence farming. Several examples have already appeared in this
study. Over generations and by the time the commission interviewed them, the islanders
were familiar, often witnessed, or were themselves victims of the clearances and violent
eviction.
The factor on Benbecula, Ranald McDonald spoke to the Commission and stated that:
A statement of the acreage formerly let as crofts, and I may explain that
that embraces the portions of ground which were exclusively and
absolutely the holding of the tenants. The tenants have, besides the croft
proper, very often a share of common upon the macher, that is the sandy
portion of the island on the west side, and also a share of commonty
belonging to each particular township, and besides the commonty that
belong to each particular township, there is that large piece which is a
general commonty, to which the crofters from one end of the island to the
other may go when they please. The extent used as common ground for
cultivation and pasture connected with the crofts was considered common
land for general pasturage for sheep and cattle.63
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McDonald clearly explained that the crofters were using the machair64 and specific
areas on Benbecula as a grazing commons. Earlier in his testimony he gave acreage of
these areas over 2000 acres.65 He reported to the Commission that he recommended the
crofters to fence their ground which a practice to which they were unaccustomed.66
Donald O’Henley was the first to speak on behalf of forty families:67
10994. Sir Kenneth Mackenzie.
What was the name of the place?
—Frobost. I was sent out on a small holding to Loch Boisdale, which is not sufficient to
support me. This was in the time of Dr Macleod, then factor. He planted us in this place
in North Loch Boisdale, and sent a servant to mark out the land. It was then agreed or
promised to us that we would get sufficient land on which to maintain one cow. Eight
lots were put out here for those people who were removed from Frobost, and two of those
from Frobost came here and got laud sufficient to maintain one cow. These two had each
two of these lots. There were four lots remaining upon which one tenant was squatted or
laid down, and they did not seem to have sufficient land to keep even one cow. My father
informed me that he gave to this Dr M'Leod, the former factor, a horse to pay up arrears
of rent amounting to 15s., and that he was to return the residue of the price, but he never
received it.
10995. It is forty years since you left Frobost. Were you yourself tenant at Frobost, or
was your father tenant there?
—My father.
10996. How long is it siuce you held a lot of land yourself at North Boisdale ?
—About thirty-six years.
10997. When you came to North Loch Boisdale, was the fishing good here ?
—Fourteen years ago there was very good fishing here for some years.
10998. Was that the reason Dr M'Leod moved them here?
—No, that was not the reason. He was sending them here before the fishing was started at
all,
10999. What was Dr M'Leod's reason for changing your place ?
—Clearings, to make up a tack for a Mr Chisholm that came from Moidart.
11000. Is that the tack of Frobost ?
—It is now incorporated in the tack of Milton.
11001. Have you got the same land you had when you came here ?
—Yes.
11002. No more ?
64
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—No more.
11003. What is the extent of your croft?
—About eight acres.
11004. Is it all arable?
—We ourselves made it arable since we came.

It is important to note here that O’Henley is emphasizing that he and his family improved
the ground themselves because they had been moved there from other more fertile
ground.
11005. But it is all arable now?
—Yes.
11006. Have you any out-run pasture for cattle?
—No. Through the friendship of the neighbouring tacksman, we were allowed to send
our cattle out to the moor, and we perform some service for this. Though I send my cattle
out to this moor they are often chased with dogs, and they are often very much abused
owing to stranger herds.

This statement is crucial for understanding the commons that were
enclosed and how important they were to the survival of tenant farmers
and their families.
11007. What rent did you pay for the croft when you first succeeded to it ?
—27s. a lot.
11008. You paid 54s. for your two lots?
—£2, 14s11009. What are you paying now for it ?
—£4, 10s. to-day for the same, the rent being raised on account of the good fishing that
was obtained here.
11010. How long ago is it since it was raised ?
—About fourteen or fifteen years ago.
11011. How long is it since the fishing ceased at this place?
—It is about five years since I provided anything by fishing—puttiug me to expense in
gear.
11012. Is it that the fish have left the place?
—I think that the Barra fishing has spoiled this loch.
11013. When the fishing was good, did you think your lot dear at £4, 10s. ?
—I think it was rather too dear when it would only maintain one cow. I think it was too
dear a rent for it.
11014. How many days' labour do you pay for the pasture ?
—Nine days for one cow. Two years ago we spoke to the present tacksman complaining
that we paid too much,—nine days' labour for the one cow. The arrangement now is that
we give six days' labour for one cow, and three days for a two-year-old. I suppose,
before, the two-year-old was a follower.
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Nothing was charged, but now we have three days' labour for a two-year old.
11010. How many barrels of potatoes do you plant in your croft ?
—Some years seven or eight.
11016. What return do you get for that in an average year?
—I cannot tell.
11017. Do you know how much return of oats or barley you get for your seed ?
—No, I cannot tell.
11018. Do you thresh the corn, or do you give it in the sheaf to the cow ?
—Generally I thresh it, and I give the rest to the cattle.
11019. Do you keep a horse?
—I cannot keep a horse,—harrowing of land by our own labour without any horse. We
tried a horse, aud could not keep her.
11020. How do you plough your land?
—With the cas-chrom or crooked spade. We might get a pair of horses to plough for us,
if it was a good
fishing season. Some of the crofters, perhaps, could afford to pay for them.

The cas-chrom or crooked spade is also referred to as a foot plow (see
Figure 2.)
11021. How much of the croft do you turn over in a year ?
—Not the half. They are anxious to leave as much for the cattle grazing as possible. If I
had room I would cultivate more.
11022. How long do you leave the land in grass, in that case?
—Two years, three years, and sometimes over that. We cannot work with the crooked
spade unless the land gets into a condition of lea.
11023. Do you think you get a less return now from your land than you used to get?
—Last year nothing at all out of it. It is getting poorer. The longer it is in lea—the older
the land is—the better will be the crop.
11024. But if you are able to leave part out two or three or four years, is that not
sufficient to ensure a good crop ?
—Yes, much better ; but the place is so small that I cannot leave much out.
11025. What stock do you actually keep? Do you keep only one cow?
—I have three cows, one two-year-old and two stirks, and five or six sheep, but they are
chiefly on the neighbouring tack.
11026. You are able to winter those from the produce of your croft?
—Some years I could maintain these.
11027. Do you pay to the tacksman the summering of all this stock?
—They are on the tack till the beginning of harvest, and then they have a little picking at
home, but they must go on the tack some portions of each day.
11028. What I mean is : Is there one cow or one stirk kept wholly on the croft, or do they
all go to the hill?
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—Portions of them.
11029. You are paying for them to the tacksman?
—Yes, in labour.
11030. Do you know how much labour you have paid to the tacksman this last year?
—I don't know. The females about the house oftener did the labour than I did—
particularly looking after peats, drying them, and so on.
11031. Does the tacksman take a woman's labour the same as a man's ?
—The same.
11032. Mr Fraser-Mackintosh.
How many people do you represent here to-day?
—Over forty families.
11033. I understand your complaint, and the complain of the particular township you are
in, is this, that you have no positive right to the hill ground. Is that so?
—That is the principal complaint—want of hill pasture and larger holdings altogether.
11034. Do you want an increase of arable land also ?
—Yes, that is what we want.
11035. Is there ground upon ths tacksman's land that could be taken in adjacent to your
lots?
—Yes.
After O’Henley finished

O’Henley’s evidence is presented here in full to give an example of the tone of the
testimonies. There were 43 more entries for the islands of North Uist, South Uist, Barra,
and Benbecula. One commissioner stated:
The real desire of these people seems to have been fairly put by Malcolm
McInnes of Tighary, North Uist who says, ‘the very thing we want is to
live as farmers on a farm where we could make a living out of our crofts
by our labour;’ i.e. they want to be able to earn a living on their own land
without having to leave home to seek employment for wages.68
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David McKay, a crofter from Loch Boisdale in South Uist, testified to the Napier
Commission that people were forcibly put on ships. He stated the following in response
to questioning:
11142. You make a very serious charge in this paper which requires a
little explanation. You say—‘ Others were driven and compelled to emigrate to America, some of whom had been tied before piir eyes, others
‘hiding themselves in caves and crevices, for fear of being caught by
‘ authorised officers,’ will you explain those words?—I heard and saw
portions of it.
11143. Will you relate what you heard and saw?—-I saw a policeman
chasing a man down the macher towards Askernish, with a view to catch
him, in order to send him on board an emigrant ship lying in Loch
Boisdale. I saw a man who lay down on his face and nose on a little
island, hiding himself from the policeman, and the policeman getting a
dog
to search for this missing man in order to get him on board the emigrant
ship.
ill44. What was the name of the man?—Lachlan Macdonald;
11145. What was the name of the previous person you referred to?
Donald Smith.
1114G. Did the dog find this unfortunate youth?—The dog did not
discover him, but tho man was afterwards discovered all the same. He
had got-into the trench of a lazy bed.
11147. What was done with him?—He was taken off.
11148. And really sent off like an animal that was going to the southern
markets?—Just the same way.
11149; Did you hear that the same thing was done to others, although
you did not see it? A man named Angus Johnston, whose wife gave birth
to three children, and another child was dead before, he was seized and
tied upon the pier, of Loch Boisdale; and it was by means of giving him
a kick that he was put into the boat and knocked down. The old priest
interfered, and said, ' What are you doing to this man? Let him alone. It
is against the law/ The four children were dead in the house when he
was caught, tied, and knocked down by a kick, and put on board.
11150. Speaking generally, are you able to say from hearsay that you
have no doubt in your own mind there were many other hardships and
cruelties committed in the course of these evictions l--Yes, no doubt. I
myself had charge of a squad of men working on a road when Mr.
Chisholm and Murdoch McLennen wished me to go to Loch Eynort to
bring people
out of their homes to be sent out in an emigrant ship.69
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Later he stated the year of this incident was 1850 or 1851. Donald McKay’s testimony
was revealing especially to contemporaries who had denied that forced emigration
existed. McKay went on to explain how much land was taken from the crofters and how
much was required by the crofters to continue farming. Eyewitness Catherine Macphee,
of Iochdar, South Uist, said:
I have seen big strong men, champions of the countryside, the stalwarts of
the world, being bound on Loch Boisdale quay and cast into the ship as
would be done to a batch of horses or cattle, the bailiff and the ground
officers and the policemen gathered behind them in pursuit.
A newspaper cutting from the Dundas Warder, printed in Hamilton, Ontario, October 2,
1851, said “We have been pained beyond measure for some time past, to witness on our
streets so many unfortunate Highland emigrants, apparently destitute of any means of
subsistence and may of them sick for other attendant cause.”70

4.3. ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

The next photograph is an aerial shot which gives indications of the deserted farmland on
a section of North Uist. The crofts are shown in the distance with ruins of the township at
Clachan Ardnamonie. The higher ground was a hunting and grazing commons, whilst the
lower ground would have been sown to crops.

Alison Campsie, “The Man Who Rid the Hebrides of Thousands Of Men, Women and
Children.” The Scotsman, August 3, 2016. Accessed April 4, 2019,
https://www.scotsman.com/regions/inverness-highlands-islands/the-man-who-rid-the-hebridesof-thousands-of-men-women-and-children-1-4192914.
70

38

Figure 5. Remains of Clachan Ardnamonie, North Uist with “lazy” beds in the
mid-ground and grazing and hunting commons in the near ground. The dwellings
were near the “lazy” bed sites. Blue arrow indicates “lazy” beds. Green arrow
indicates dwellings. Orange arrow indicates common grazing lands. 71
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Description General oblique aerial view of the remains of Dun an Sticer, the remains of the
township of Clachan Ard and the nearby head dyke, field system and lazy beds at Port nan long,
North Uist, taken from the ESE. Date 14/11/2011, Collection RCAHMS Aerial Photography
Digital, Catalogue Number DP 110622, Category On-line Digital Images
Permalink http://canmore.org.uk/collection/1259338.
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Figure 6. This photograph is an example of field archaeology of Clearance remains
in the Western Isles and is of an abandoned dwelling.72

Island farmers from North and South Uist and Benbecula spoke to the Napier
Commission and one of their chief complaints was the dispossession of their grazing
lands. This ground was a commons which was vital for pasturing their animals and kept
the balance between the inner fields and “lazy” bed areas with the outer fields. With the
correct balance, overgrazing was not a problem even on the less fertile ground because
there was a sufficient land to animal ratio. Alexander Mackinnon, a crofter on North Uist
explained to the Commission how the landlords had consolidated lands and broken up
tenants’ holdings into smaller crofts which allowed for more people on the same amount
of land:
Before it was lotted out into crofts it was occupied by four tenants. This
was made into nine crofts, and eight crofters occupy it just now. We have
also to complain that during the time of the laird of Boreray a piece of
outlying pasture belonging to us was taken from us, and other crofters
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were placed on it. These crofters had it for seven yeare, that outlying place
that belonged to us. They paid nothing for it, only it was taken from us.73
Again, the crofters saw the vitally important grazing commons enclosed and
recognized its importance to their survival in the Uist island group.

4.4 NEWSPAPER REPORTS

Final primary source evidence is from the next two entries which are contemporary
newspaper articles from The New York Times during the last phases of the Clearances.
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Figure 7. Map shows “wild land” in brown with clear communities numbered. The
Outer Hebrides are circled.76
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Map Illustration taken from Rob Gibson, https://www.cosca.scot/04/guest-blog-is-cleared-landreally-wild-land-a-perspective-from-rob-gibson-msp-caithness-sutherland-ross/ accessed April
18, 2011.
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The 1880s were given to more evictions with the crofters resisting removal. “The
Queen's Writ in Skye: Why the Crofters Went to The Verge of Rebellion. The Former
Chieftain, Now A Landlord, Becomes A Merciless Oppressor-- Heartless Evictions
Common” was a headline in the New York Times in 1884 informing the public about
reinforcements sent to Skye in the wake of uprisings due to evictions.77 American
travelers Joseph and Elizabeth Pennell journeyed to the Hebrides in 1888 to follow in
Samuel Johnson and James Boswell’s footsteps. They were asked to write a journal for
Harper’s to publish about their travels which is full of evidence of the hardships they
encountered, “Of all of the many townships that were scattered from one end of the island
to the other, there remains but this miserable group of cottages. The people have been
driven from the land they loved, and sent thither, some across the narrow Sound, others
far across the broad Atlantic.”78 The Pennells witnessed people speaking of the Napier
Commission who had compiled their reports based on evidence gathered in the islands.
“In three cases, at least, crofters were turned from their crofts because they gave evidence
to the Commissioners of 1883. The chief complaint was the same wherever we went:
‘We have not enough land; we could and would pay rent willingly if we had more ground
to cultivate. As it is, our crofts are not large enough to keep us in food.”79 Empty remains
of cottages were scattered throughout the islands and sheep and deer grazed on the
commons previously used by the small, tenant farmers.
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4.5. CONSEQUENCES

The most productive method of examining the consequences of enclosure in this period is
to start at the end of the period with evidence in the Reports on the Conditions of the
Crofters in Scotland hereafter referred to as the Napier Commission already mentioned
previously. The Napier Commission consisted of men appointed by the Home Secretary
to investigate and compile a report on the events surrounding the Highland Clearances,
land issues, Crofters’ War, and emigration.80 In over 4000 pages, the report presented its
findings including personal testimonies of crofters. In the wake of the Napier
Commission, parliament passed the Crofters Holdings Act in 1886. The Highland Land
Law Reform Association, known as the Land League, was created out of this legislation.
The Napier Commission began by describing some of the issues regarding displacement.
The processes by which the comminution of crofters' holdings and the
displacement of the people were affected are too familiar to require
detailed description. The reduction or withdrawal of common pasture, the
diminution of arable ground, the obliteration of townships, and the transfer
of the inhabitants to the moor…were the methods by which a revolution in
the rural economy of the country was affected.81
The Napier Commission found in their interviews that crofters in the Highlands and
Hebrides were denied land access and forcibly evicted from their townships and the

80 University
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living they earned on the common lands which surrounded their homes. The Napier
Commission referred to commons and the laws pertaining to it.
The Highland “township” of which has been said or written has never
possessed any corporate existence in the law of Scotland. It has been, as
far as the law is concerned, merely a farm or part of a farm, occupied in
common or in division by several tenants. In former times, in almost every
case, it comprised both arable and pasture lands used in common; the
arable area was redistributed at stated period among tenants, in virtue of
regulations indigenous to the country.82
The commission concluded that landlords should enlarge crofters’ arable land and
commons by compulsory means if necessary83 and in some cases, proprietors should
relocate crofters to previously cleared lands. The conclusions presented in the report were
sympathetic to the crofters’ plight due to the often-harrowing evidence presented in the
oral examinations.
Subsequent studies on emigration numbers due to commons enclosure and denial of
resources were 170,571 between 1763-1881,84 but these are thought too conservative, and
the final numbers are believed as high 500,000.85
Interestingly during the Napoleonic Wars earlier in that century, the islanders
were prohibited from emigrating with an act passed through parliament which disallowed
embarkation from Scotland. The act specifically targeted tenant farmers and their families
because their labour was needed to process kelp, an alkaline seaweed extract on the
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island coastlines.86 This process was labour intensive and required that the tenants be
removed to from the interior agricultural lands to the coastal fringes. The seaweed had to
be dried onshore which required the farmers to leave their harvests and neglect essential
agricultural practices in the driest part of the Hebridean summer.87 They paid rent which
was commiserate with their increased wages during the kelp boom and often paid with
the kelp they produced.88 Landlords made fortunes during the wars from the processed
kelp because the alkaline ingredient was used in many products such as glass and soap.89
The markets on the continent could not supply these materials, so Great Britain and
subsequently the tenant farmers on the coastal areas in the north were employed by their
landlords to produce the substance for export to the continent. Unfortunately, the inflated
prices were not to last and bottomed out after the war ended, but landlords were
accustomed to these huge incomes and many had adjusted their lifestyles accordingly.
Those tenants affected by the emigration act were then subjected to inflated rents which
were never readjusted postwar. They were required to pay the wartime rate but were not
earning the wage they had been paid during the war which in turn caused many to fall
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into arrears. These rent arrears were often used as excuse to evict tenants and
subsequently led to many of the most violent episodes in the Clearance Era.
Ironically, during the kelp boom years in the Napoleonic War era, the chief of
Clanranald and other land proprietors in the Highlands and Islands managed to advocate
for an act in parliament that prevented emigration called the Passenger Vessels Act.90
This campaign to halt emigration of the tenants on Clanranald’s properties was due to the
large amount of labour needed to produce kelp and the kelp income was twice as large as
land rentals, therefore the large-scale movement of these populations posed a real threat
to his finances.91
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CHAPTER 5: OUTCOMES AND APOLOGY

That the Parliament expresses its deepest regret for the occurrence of the
Highland Clearances and extends its hand in friendship and welcome to the
descendants of the cleared people who reside out with our shores…In other
countries, the genocide and ethnic cleansing that has taken place, against the
Indians in America and the Aborigines in Australia, was acknowledged long ago.
Today, the time to acknowledge what happened to those who were cleared from
the Highlands has come. We can now acknowledge and regret what happened and
perhaps then move on.92

This statement was issued in the Scottish legislature by Jamie Stone of Caithness,
Sutherland and Easter Ross on September 27, 2000 amidst the demands for apologies to
the people of the Scottish Highland and Islands who were “cleared’ in the 18th and 19th
centuries. Few events in Scottish history are as controversial as the Highland Clearances.
They are still on the minds of the British people and modernity has not brought clarity to
these events. Landlords sought to “improve” their estates which generally meant
consolidating their landholdings into large sheep farms and evicting the tenant farmers
who occupied parts of the land. Historian Eric Richards reported that from virtually no
sheep in 1760 in Argyll to 278,000 by 1800, 827,000 by 1855 and over a million in
1880.93 These crofters held simple tenure arrangements with the landlords which were
often generational--many predated the written record. There is no uncomplicated version
of the Clearance Era, but close examination using archival sources found in photographs,
field archaeology, oral testimonies in the Napier Commission Report, and newspaper
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sources do shed light on this turbulent time in British history. The apology and memorials
reveal the complexities that still reverberate in the present day.

5.I. APOLOGY

The timing of the apology was significant because for the first time in the modern era,
Scotland formed a Parliament in Edinburgh in 1999. As early as 1997 in an article in The
Guardian, journalist Henry Porter asked, “But why now?”94 He attributed it to the 50th
anniversary of the end of the second world war stating that “We looked back on the
Holocaust, the Burma Road, Dresden and Hiroshima” and these reflections spawned new
ones such as the Clearances.95 Porter complained during this flurry of apologies that he
was confused why the politicians including Blair’s Irish Famine apology and the Queen’s
near-apology at Amritsar among others were warranted and asked if they would really do
any good. Porter was not alone in his observations. In Sunday Times journalist Joan
McAlphine’s opinion, the Scottish Landowners’ Federation (SLF) was spearheading a
media campaign to “improve its image and so hold on to its acres when the Scottish
parliament comes into being.”96 In the run-up to the opening of a new Scottish
parliament, other newspapers reported that “Labour and Scottish National Party members
will exact revenge for the Clearances and adopt radical land reform proposals.”97 In the
contemporary political climate, Scotland was not only planning the new parliament, but
Henry Porter, “Good Grief: From Queen to the President, from Blair to De Klerk…They’re a
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also preparing for a referendum on Scottish independence from Britain. Clearly, there
was a maelstrom of opinions and motives from various quarters before the possible
devolution.
McAlphine recorded that the Countess of Sutherland had said in the week prior to
her article that “the Clearances were sad, but her [Countess of Sutherland] ancestors
‘thought they were doing good’ by building fishing villages for the people cleared from
the interior to make way for sheep…Systemic depopulation was an attempt to prove that
land could be as efficient as the factories sprouting up in Glasgow.”98 The Countess’s
family were responsible for some of the most violent evictions of the 19th century.
Graham Ogilvy recalled how the earlier Duchess of Sutherland had hired Harriet Beecher
Stowe to write a “sanitised version of the events on her family’s estate.”99 His article also
questioned the timing of the SLF’s apology preparations. Prior to 1998 the SLF had
“dismissed the Clearances as irrelevant to the issues facing modern land management”
but admitted in Ogilvy’s article that the issue of the Clearances was not going away.100
The Scottish Parliament did issue an apology in 2000, but many felt that actions
were needed, not just words. Scottish Office Minister, Brian Wilson said at the time, “We
have instructed an independent land commission over the last two years and it is quite
clear that radical change in land ownership in Scotland is about 200 years overdue.”101
James Hunter, founding director of the Scottish Crofters’ Union and giant of Clearance
history dismissed the apology as a “hollow gesture” and that “the cynical view is that the
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SLF are only offering this apology because they now realize that land reform under a
Scottish parliament is inevitable.”102 Members of the Scottish Parliament were divided.
Fergus Ewing, Scottish National Party for Inverness expressed his support for the
apology citing the examples set by America and Australia.103 Landlords and their middle
men were accused of ethnic cleansing and genocide due to these parallels of forced
removal during the Clearances.

5.2. MONUMENTS

Some Members of the Scottish Parliament were ready to lay blame for the Clearances at
other doors. “I am not sure the Scottish Parliament should apologize for this. In truth, our
own clergy were as guilty as anybody in this. They told their flock that it was God’s will
for them to leave their homes for the benefit of the great white sheep,” was John Farquhar
Munro’s opinion, a Liberal MSP for Skye.104 A Canadian newspaper reported that a
centre dedicated to the Clearance emigrants and an expression of regret from the Scottish
government were a possibility, but that there was blame aimed at the attempted forced
conversions of Roman Catholics in the Outer Hebrides to convert to Presbyterianism.105
The centre mentioned was meant to supply descendants of the Clearances with a general
welcome and genealogical information about their families.
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Figure 8. Exiles, sculpted by Gerald Laing and dedicated in 2007 in Helmsdale,
Sutherland, Scotland.106
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In 2007, a memorial privately funded by a Canadian of Scottish descent was
erected in the Sutherland area and a matching one erected in Winnipeg, Canada in the
same year (see Figure 8).107

Figure 9. Exiles, 2007.

We know from the recent controversies surrounding the removal of Confederate
monuments in American cities such as Lexington, Kentucky and Raleigh, South Carolina
that they come with their own complicated memory-sets both for those commemorated
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and those who venerate the memorials.108 In the same area of Scotland where the Gerald
Laing memorial Exiles stands, is an enormous one-hundred-foot monument of the
infamous landowner and evictor George Granville Leveson-Gower, the first Duke of
Sutherland, which was erected in 1837 and dominates the eastern Sutherland
landscape.109 Ironically, his enormous statue looks out over the very areas where his
tenants were cleared. Just last year in 2017, The National produced the article “Is it Time
for the Duke of Sutherland Statue to Come Down.”110 The journalist, Andrew Learmonth
claimed that the petition to have the Duke’s statue removed was prompted in part by the
Confederate monument controversy in the US. The statue was vandalized on numerous
occasions. He explained that the late Sandy Lindsay, a retired councillor had applied to
Highland Regional Council in 1994 “to have statue demolished, broken into pieces and
scattered on the hillside, so that people visiting a new monument in memory of the
cleared could walk on Sutherland’s remains.111 Lindsay compared the duke to Stalin and
Hitler, whilst Ron Gibson a former SNP MSP said he was not a fan of the statue, but, “I
think most people actually see it as a warning… about what happened and the Clearances
that took place under their regime, that the Clearances should never be allowed to happen
again.”112

Cleve R. Wootson, Jr., “In the wake of Charlottesville protests, a Kentucky mayor wants to
remove Confederate statues,” August 13, 2017,
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5.3 DENIERS

These examples are familiar in a time of recognition of past wrongs by governments and
individuals. “Lest We Forget” also reverberates around historical events through
apologies and acknowledgment of past events. However, there are still those who, despite
stark evidence, deny events such as the Holocaust, peacetime torture, and the atrocities of
the Mau Mau rebellion. The Clearances are no exception.
Unfortunately, we have to address these denials because, however unfounded and
contentious, they still have popular appeal. In 1993 the United Nations defined ‘ethnic
cleansing’ as, “the planned deliberate removal from a specific territory, persons of a
particular ethnic group, by force or intimidation, in order to render that area ethnically
homogenous.”113 Because the evictions were multi-faceted and spread a 150-year period
of Scotland’s history, the terms genocide and ethnic cleansing are often applied to those
involved in the forced removals and there are some who take offence to this application
of the definition. Moreover, prior to and subsequent to the apology issued by the British
government in 2000, some people, known as “clearance deniers,” were against the
apology maintaining that the Highland Clearances never occurred and therefore an
apology was unnecessary on those grounds. Deniers saw this historical period as a part of
Scottish history which created and “invented” a myth around the forced removals. It is
possible to attribute these conclusions to the ignorance of evidential facts by some, but
these expressions from educated student, Mike Haesler are surprising. As an archaeology
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student at Glasgow University, he published a lengthy essay claiming he found evidence
that disproved the evictions. He published his piece in 2014 on the website “Scottish
Sceptic” titled “The Truth about the Highland Clearances: Were the clearances or the
improvements more significant in the creation of the deserted upland landscapes which
exist all over Scotland? What are the most important benefits of the study of deserted
settlements?”114 Haesler went further:
After decades of emigration, we are led by whinging politicians whose first act in
power is to seek an apology for mythical genocide apparently seeking to blame
the economic problems of modern Scotland on the clearances rather than their
own inability to understand the ingredients that are necessary to create a vibrant
economy utilising the engineering skills that once made Scotland great. Whether
or not Scotland goes for independence, any government policy needs to be based
on a real understanding of the ingredients that create success. From an
archaeological viewpoint, deserted settlements are a time capsule from a period in
history, a culture and a landscape for which few records exist.115

Social media sites and web pages carry a profound weight in this second decade of the
2000s and especially with the younger generations who deserve the provisions of correct
information for clarity on these complex issues in their history. At the very least, scholars
have the obligation to follow the evidence and inform their readers to the best of their
ability. Deniers are influential and must be accountable for their information.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION

The effects of commons enclosure on North and South Uist has reached far beyond the
Clearance Era and has transcended Scottish boundaries. Globally, the effects of commons
enclosure are seen globally usually presenting themselves in third world settings and
among indigenous peoples. Land reform and the effects of previous land use practices
continues to attract international attention.

6.1. SLOW AND INTERSPERSAL VIOLENCE

Literary scholar Rob Nixon wrote that some environmental events do not draw media
attention because they are transpiring slowly, gradually without ongoing visible drama.116
However, their end result is often catastrophic, and Nixon calls this process “slow
violence.” Its duration, circumstances, and outcomes are the reasons the commons
enclosure seen in the Highland Clearances is a good model for Rob Nixon’s slow
violence concept. The ultimate consequences were the enclosure and erasure of grazing
and hunting commons for the people in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland which
ended in radical cultural and social changes. Today human residents and visitors see these
empty spaces or “wild areas” as uninhabited and unspoiled. The map on page six shows
these wilderness areas in brown and the clearance events are numbered on the map.
“Slow violence” is a concept borrowed from its applications to environmental historical
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events. It is the author’s belief that the Clearances were an example of slow violence;
interspersed with violent eruptions over the 150-year period from 1750 to 1900 and has
chosen the term “interspersal violence” which is an application of Rob Nixon’s original
concept, but with the added elements of long, gradual periods of removal interspersed
with violent episodes of eviction. Nixon stated, “Our temporal bias toward spectacular
violence exacerbates the vulnerability of ecosystems treated as disposable by capitalism,
while simultaneously intensifying the vulnerability of those whom the human-rights
activist Kevin Bales has called ‘disposable people.’”117 Interspersal violence resulted in
radical changes to the social, rural, and agricultural fabric of Scotland’s Highlands and
Islands people.

6.2. COMMONS ENCLOSURE REFUGEES

Another irrevocable consequence of the commons enclosure was the migration of people
who were forced or left little choice but to emigrate. The Scottish diaspora has been well
documented with Highland and Islanders arriving in Australia, South Africa, and North
America. Scottish Exchequer Records show that from 1785 to 1791 at least five ships
departed Scotland and Ireland for North Carolina: two left Greenock for Quebec in 1791
before proceeding on to North Carolina with passengers from Scotland.118 “The
emigrants were ‘poor laboring people that have been deprived of their farms by their
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landlords, taking only their personal possessions with them.”119 From an earlier study the
author chose to call the tenant farmers who dispersed to the marginal lands in Scotland
(sometimes referred to in the improvers’ reports as “waste land”) and to those who
emigrated both willingly and unwillingly as “commons enclosure refugees.”120
In 1776, Thomas Paine wrote, "the experience of many immigrants was as
fugitives and asylum seekers, who had been expelled from their subsistence by the
enclosure movement."121 Paine’s words describe many Scottish families who began their
journeys across the cold Atlantic in the rugged Highlands and islands of Scotland before
landing and settling in North America in this period. Between the eighteenth and
twentieth centuries, Scottish emigrants, like their Irish neighbors, left to escape starvation
and marginalization due to enclosure. Forced evictions sent shiploads of these tenant
farmers from lands their ancestors had farmed for centuries. Historians named this period
the Highland Clearances. One aim of this study is to examine a crucial missing
component and the vital role in which the enclosure of the commons played in the lives
of the tenant farmers within this historical framework. Contemporary use of the term
refugee conjures images of long lines of people fleeing war-torn areas. However, the
word refugee comes from the 17th century French word meaning "a person who seeks
safety while fleeing from their own country for political, religious, economic reasons or
because of war."122 By correctly identifying the Scottish tenant farmers and other global
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peoples who were cleared, shifted, or denied access to resources as common enclosure
refugees, this emphasizes the land reform actions and focuses sharply their drastic human
consequences. Research has shown that once common lands are repartitioned or
reallocated, they are rarely, if ever, repatriated; this remains consistent in Scotland and
the other global regions beginning in the eighteenth century and finally ceasing in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.123
This study aims to highlight the historical significance of commons enclosure and
a large component of its effects in the Scottish Highlands and Islands were those that
produced common enclosure refugees. Access to commons was critical in maintaining a
balance for tenant farmers. Without commons access, poverty and famine become
realities for these marginalized communities. Records show that arrivals of Scottish
Highland and Islanders arrived in the American colonies in the mid to late 18th century.124
One of earliest written works about Scottish emigration were those about the famous
heroine, Flora MacDonald, who assisted Prince Charles Stuart (Bonnie Prince Charlie) to
safety after his disastrous loss at the Battle of Culloden having landed on Eriskay off the
coast of South Uist a year previously. MacDonald and her husband emigrated from the
Isle of Skye to North Carolina before the American Revolution. After which they
eventually returned to Scotland because MacDonald’s husband fought for the Loyalists
and their lands were forfeited after the war. Due to Flora’s MacDonald infamy as a
Jacobite heroine, historians and enthusiasts alike wrote biographies and stories of her
adventures. In 1909 J. P. MacLean published Flora Macdonald in America with a Brief
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Sketch of Her Life and Adventures. He elucidated on the time she spent in North Carolina
along with some additional biographical information. Scottish emigrations shaped the
subsequent histories of these immigrant experiences regarding common land usage which
led to a global diasporic network in North America, South Africa, and Australia, and
New Zealand.
Not all emigrants who left Scottish shores were refugees from enclosure, but
evidence shows their numbers were significant enough to warrant overseas attention and
a special commission to investigate the situation of this Celtic fringe population.
Subsequent studies on emigration numbers due to commons enclosure and denial of
resources were 170,571 between 1763-1881, but these are thought too conservative, and
the final numbers are believed as high 500,000.125

6.3. CROFTERS’ WAR AND LAND REFORM

Ultimately, the tenant farmers who were not forced to emigrate fought bitter land wars
against the effects of land commodification and agrarian restructure. In the wake of the
turbulent strife of the 1840s, resistance grew and was known as the Crofters’ War. By the
late 1840s, crofters began to resist evictions which led to the small riots. Rioters at Sollas
North Uist were tried and the following is an account describing the aftermath of the
verdict from Scottish lawyer and judge, Henry Cockburn:
The jury unanimously recommend the pannels to the utmost leniency and mercy of
the Court, in consideration of the cruel, though it may be legal, proceedings
adopted in ejecting the whole people of Solas from their houses and crops without
Ben McConville “Clearing the Air on the Clearances,” The Scotsman (September 13, 2005).
Accessed April 16, 2018. https://www.scotsman.com/lifestyle/clearing-the-air-on-the-clearances1-465760. 25.
125
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the prospect of shelter, or a footing in their fatherland, or even the means of
expatriating them to a foreign one." That statement will ring all over the country. We
shall not soon cease to hear of this calm and judicial censure of incredible but proved
facts. For. it was established, 1st, that warrants of ejectment had been issued against
about sixty tenants, being nearly the whole tenantry in the district of Solas, and
comprehending probably three hundred persons warrants which the agents of the owner
had certainly a right to demand, and the Sheriff was bound to grant; 2d, that the people
had sown, and were entitled to reap their crops 3d, that there were no houses provided
for them to take shelter in no poor-house, no ship. They had nothing but the bare
ground, or rather the hard, wet beach to lie down upon. It was said, or rather insinuated,
that " " had been made for them and, in arrangements; particular, that a ship was to
have been soon on the coast. But, in the meantime, the hereditary roofs were to be
pulled down, and the mother and her children had only the shore to sleep on fireless,
food- less, hopeless. Resistance was surely not unnatural; and it was very slight.126

The rest of Britain, including the queen, finally were aware of the events in Scotland,
albeit from different angles. The queen dispatched soldiers in an effort to put down the
riots in the 1880s which were given to more evictions with the crofters resisting removal.
“The Queen's Writ in Skye: Why The Crofters Went To The Verge Of Rebellion. The
Former Chieftain, Now A Landlord, Becomes A Merciless Oppressor-- Heartless
Evictions Common” was a headline in the New York Times in 1884 regarding the
reinforcements sent to Skye in the wake of uprisings due to evictions.127 In the wake of
the Napier Commission, Parliament passed the Crofters Holdings Act in 1886. The
Highland Land Law Reform Association, known as the Land League, was created out of
this legislation. The Napier Commission began by describing some of the issues
regarding displacement.
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The processes by which the comminution of crofters' holdings and the
displacement of the people were affected are too familiar to require detailed
description. The reduction or withdrawal of common pasture, the diminution of
arable ground, the obliteration of townships, and the transfer of the inhabitants to
the moor…were the methods by which a revolution in the rural economy of the
country was affected.128
The Napier Commission found in their interviews that crofters in the Highlands and
Hebrides were denied land access and forcibly evicted from their townships and the
living they earned on the common lands which surrounded their homes. The Napier
Commission referred to commons and the laws pertaining to it.
The Highland “township” of which has been said or written has never possessed
any corporate existence in the law of Scotland. It has been, as far as the law is
concerned, merely a farm or part of a farm, occupied in common or in division by
several tenants. In former times, in almost every case, it comprised both arable
and pasture lands used in common; the arable area was redistributed at stated
period among tenants, in virtue of regulations indigenous to the country.129
The commission concluded that landlords should enlarge crofters’ arable land and
commons by compulsory means if necessary130 and in some cases, proprietors should
relocate crofters to previously cleared lands. The conclusions presented in the report were
sympathetic to the crofters’ plight due to the often-harrowing evidence presented in the
oral testimonies referred to earlier in this study.
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6.4 SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL OUTCOMES

Resistance fomented in the 1880s in what became known as the “The Crofters’ War.” On
North Uist a well-known event took place when crofters resisted eviction at Solas. the
perpetrators were tried and sentenced by circuit judge Henry Cockburn.131 Some
landlords used this incident and others during the “Crofters’ War” to incite fear as one
critic wrote in 1885:
I venture to ask the crofter sympathisers to pause for a little and consider whether
it is wise to encourage an excitable race in dreams which cannot be realized,
unless, indeed, as the agitators say, a social revolution and the horrors of civil war
are at hand.132

No civil war ensued, but there were land reforms that followed in the form of The
Crofters’ Holdings Act of 1886 which was a direct result of the Napier Commission.133
The act was at least an government action that was supposed to benefit crofters, but in
reality it was too little and at least seventy years too late. The primary beneficiaries of
these land rights protection should have been the early tenant farmers and their
guaranteed access to commons on which to continue their agricultural practices, but
these people were mostly gone and so were the commons. Too many had been evicted to
the coasts which is where they became crofters instead of farmers, evicted again to other
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continents, or dead from starvation and disease which were results of the Highland Potato
Famine in the 1840s.
The actions of clearers were motivated by improved production on marginal lands
and the profits gained by enclosing those rocky islands. The people who lived, farmed,
and had for generations looked at those same islands not with their eyes on surplus
production, but with the views of long-held ancestors and land practices which provided
subsistence for them and their families. By working in tandem with the elements, using
the arable land effectively as possible with simple tools such as the foot plow, and by
cleverly utilizing the “wasteland” as a grazing and hunting commons, these islanders
survived into the Age of Modernity.
Finding 5,000-year-old remains of human occupation and a quern stone in the
Uists in 2019 is not surprising because evidence from this study has shown that the Uist
islanders were incredibly resilient and able to adapt to changing conditions in agriculture
and climate. Archaeologist James Symonds did a study on South Uist in 1999 on the
tenant farmers’ everyday resistance between 1770-1880 and refers to Angus MacLellan’s
autobiographical account of the landlord smashing their quern stones in the 19th century
because the tenants wanted to hand-grind their own grain instead of sending to the
landlord’s mill (he took every seventeenth peck in return for milling it).134
Then the regulation was made by the proprietor that everyone who owned a
quern, must have it broken. It was then that the ground officers began to go
through the houses breaking the querns, and the querns were thrown into a loch
down at Ormaclate beside the main road. That loch has never been called
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anything since but 'Loch nam Braithntean,' ‘the Loch of the Querns’; there are
plenty of them yet in the loch.135

Because they were determined not to leave, had to be forced out of their homes, and
dragged on to ships showed a determination to stay and farm using their traditional
practices not from obstinance, but because it worked. Judging from the outside, Georgian
and Victorian society saw them through their own social evolution lens; an impediment
to the forward-thinking, innovative foundation on which the British Empire would be
built.
Having scrutinized the background of the Clearances, the commons enclosure,
erasure of communities, the apology, and memorials coupled with the landscape and
historical archaeology, we have opened new doors to our understanding of the role of the
environments and surroundings and how these affected the marginalization of whole
populations. The photographs show the material evidence of the crofts and townships
dotted around the Scottish landscape. Vast tracts of vacant land, used primarily for
hunting by landlords on their sporting estates today, are free of human habitation. The
glens and straths remain empty with only loose stones as a reminder people once lived
and farmed in those areas. Further research will contribute to our knowledge of the ways
land and its resources were commonly shared and farmed in common. Moreover,
additional interdisciplinary scholarship will guide us to a better understanding of the
historical consequences of commons enclosure. Global environmental policies, land
management solutions, and outcomes for future populations, whether in Scotland or
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globally, will depend on our relationship to commons, its enclosure, and the ways in
which resources are used by people. By examining evidence from this study, modern
society will greatly benefit from looking backwards for land management solutions such
as grazing commons which work directly with climate, soil, and ancient land practices.
Researching the tenant farmers’ use of local commons systems, collecting information
about the consequences of commons enclosure, and reaching into the deep past can
provide solutions for future land reforms and continues to show that history has and will
continue to speak from the soil.
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